The Hitchhiker's Guide to Writing Sociology Essays
1.
First Steps
Sociology essays are always about issues which are the subject of a debate, that is, they are 'discursive'. 
When you read the essay question (very carefully), you might think that you do not have enough ideas/knowledge - therefore planning is essential. Use one of the following strategies to support your work:
1.
Organise your ideas by jotting down ideas, key terms and concepts
2.
It might help to consider opposing points of view from the beginning, so ideas could be listed in a table form - for and against, for example arguments and evidence 'for the breakdown of marriage’, and arguments and evidence against. 
3.
Use a spider diagram with the key issue in the middle. 

The point or issue on which you base your argument is known as the premise, for example 'Marx’s theory is as relevant today as it was when he first developed his analysis and arguments'. 

Remember your answer should be balanced; it should include different arguments and perspectives on the same topic. You can, if you wish, come down in support of one argument, Decide, at the beginning, which side of the argument that you are on and stick to that side throughout, for example ‘Family change is good for society’.
Remember:
It is much more interesting to read a firmly held opinion, argued with thought and energy, than to read an essay which fails to come to any conclusion. 

2.
Moving the Essay Forward 

How Do You Begin, Develop and End your Essay? 
Introduction 

In all essays the opening and closing paragraphs are vitally important. In the introduction you should try to capture your reader’s attention, for example by:
a)
Asking a direct question - 'Does everyone live in families?' or 

b)
Stating a startling fact or statistic - 'Far fewer girls than boys go to university to study Physics' or
c)
Giving an emphatic statement of opinion - 'Medicine makes people sick,' 


(Illich)

You should also introduce, or 'say what you are going to say' in the introduction. Thus a good introduction contains a good essay structure. 

For example

'Official statistics show us that crime is committed by young working class males, with ethnic minorities being over represented. It will be useful to consider the validity of such statistics as well as reason why such groups appear to commit more crime than, for example, women. Law creation and enforcement arguably supports the interests of the white, male, ruling classes and thus crime statistics also are ideological.' 

The Development 

This is the main body of your essay.  This is where you 'say it' that is, you develop the points raised in your introduction.  So, if your introduction is well structured, and relevant all that remains for you to do is to write a paragraph on each of the points raised that are relevant to the title. 

Check that the final sentence or two of each paragraph relates back to the title, and/or your premise.  The final sentence of one paragraph should lead onto the opening sentence of the next paragraph. In this way your material is kept relevant and the developments flow on to your conclusion. Some link words/phrases will help here

For example, 'On the other hand, positivist perspectives on crime statistics argue that they are factual and measure actual behaviour.' 

Conclusion
This is where your essay structure comes full circle by returning briefly to the points raised in your introduction and development. It could contain a recapitulation of the arguments and possibly come down upon the side of your premise. 

for example

'It follows from the above evidence that, far from being factual, as positivists suggest, crime statistics are actually ideological and conceal the activities of the older, white, male, ruling classes. Consequently this adds to false consciousness and greater social control over the proletariat'. 

NB:
Remember - your conclusion is the last thing the examiner reads before giving you your mark! 

3.
Style 

Links and Developments 

Here are some useful phrases and words that are helpful 'links' in argumentative essays. 


(a)
Words and phrases which are used to develop an argument:- 





thus 







obviously 





therefore 






resulting from this




consequently 





that being so 





as a result 






with this in mind 




it follows that 





this suggests that 




in view of this 





indeed 

For example

'It has been suggested that Marxism is no longer relevant.'


(b)

Words and phrases which help to redirect an argument:- 



but 








nevertheless 




however 







on the contrary 




alternatively 






on the other hand 




it could be argued 





it has been suggested 

For example 
It has been suggested that Marxism is no longer relevant, however, evidence on poverty suggests it is increasingly relevant.' 

Be Careful:
Avoid sweeping statements! 

For example

'Everyone lives in families'. 'All men are sexist.' 'All women want babies!’
Also Distinguish Between Fact and Opinion
When you write a discursive Sociology essay make sure you get your facts right.  'Most deviance is committed by the working classes'.  This is known as a 'common sense view' but closer analysis will reveal a more precise sociological view.  
Avoid stating a common prejudice as though it were a well known fact, for example 'Women do not make reliable workers'. 

Gail Williams English 

Pat Mahoney Sociology 

Essay Plan

You can use this format to plan the structure of any essay

	Introduction points 1, 2, 3, 4, etc;
	

	
	

	
	

	
	


	Developments: paragraph
	1.
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	Conclusion: recap points 1, 2, 3, 4 and premise
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